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The Problem of Declining Enrollment in the Elementary Schools of Hyde County 
For some time the prediction has been advanced by population experts that the 
falling birth rate would eventually lead to lower elementary enrollments. Yet it 
may come as a surprise to some to discover that not only has this prediction been 
fulfilled at present, but that for some years past elementary enrollments have been 
showing a distinct downward trend . 
Figure 1 shows us that the elementary enrollments in Hyde county reached their 
peak in 1929, with a total of 898 pupils . A steady decline has occurred since that 
time , with the enrollment of 541 pupils in 1940 representing a decline of almost 
40 percent from the 1929 high . 
During the 20 year period , 192(}..40, the birth rate in Hyde county dropped al-
most 30 percent*. While it is true that the population losses from emigration 
were moderately heavy during the decade 1930-40**, it seems evident that the fall-
ing birth rate has been the chief factor in producing the problem of declining 
elementary enrollments . That it is a problem of major importance is not to be 
questioned when we consider the number of schools which have been closed (see 
Figure 3), and the excessive per pupil cost of operating schools whose enrollments 
have dropped to a minimum. 
* In 1920 there were 25 births per thousand of the population; in 1940 only 17. 7. 
** The 1940 population of Hyde county was 15 . 7 percent lo~er than that of 1930. 
Figure 1. Elementary Enrollment in Hyde County, 1890-1940. 
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Source: Biennial Reports of the State Superintendent of Public 
Instruction. 
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Figure 2. Elementary Enrollment in Hyde County, by Districts--1920, 1930 and 1940 
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The school districts of Hyde coun-
ty, as can be noted in Figure 2, are 
organized on a township be.sis. This 
organizational pattern is prevalent in 
the rather sparsely populated counties 
of central and western South Dakota. 
Providing the lone exception, Highmor~ 
township is divided into three school 
districts, one of which is Highmore 
Independent District. 
It will be noted that no enroll-
ment is indicated for the extreme south-
~est township of the county. As an 
unorganized township it has no schools. 
Alonr with Stephan township and the 
south half of Convent township, it 
makes up a part of the Crow Creek In-
dian Reservation. 
The enrollment fieuz-es listed with-
in the districts show that declines in 
elementary enrollments, 1920-1940, have 
been general throughout Hyde county, 
although moderate gains have been made 
within a few districts. 
* The 1930 enrollment figures list one 
or the two schools in Convent district 
as belonging to Stephan district. 
However, since this school (S~uth 
Convent) is credited to Convent dis-
trict in both 1920 and 1940, we have 
included its enrollment in the Con-
vent district figures for all three 
years. 
Source: Records of Hyde County Superintendent of Schools. 
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Figure 3. Elementary Enrollment in Hyde County Schools, 1940. 
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Thirteen Hyde County schools 
which had operated at some ti~e since 
1920 \1ere closed by 1940. At the lat-
ter date, 16 additional schools were 
operating with ten or fewer pupils . 
Three of these had enrollments of less 
than five . Only four schools had as 
many as 16 pupils . 
Holabird school, with a combined 
enrollment of 24 in its two depart-
ments {primary and grammar) is regard-
ed for our ~urposes as a rural school . 
The I,imaculate Conception Uission 
School at Stephan has an enrollment 
which is exclusively India~, and is 
not treated in this study. We should 
note, however, that in 1940 it had a 
substantial elementary enrollment of 
273, as compared with 140 in 1930. It 
has no tuition pupils, but apparently 
draws its enrollees from the Crow Creek 
Reservation in other counties as well 
as Hyde . 
Legend: 8 Closed 6-10 pupils 0 5 ·or fewer pupils 11-15 pupils 
Q 16 or more pupils 
Source: Record of Hyde County Superintendent 
of Schools . 
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Fi~ 4. Enrollment and Instructional 
Cost Per Pupil in Hyde County Schools, 1940 
The smaller the school, the greater 
is the instructional cost per pupil. Fig-
ure 4 shows a wide range in per pupil 
costs for the schools of Hyde county. 
Enrolling 21 pupils William Hamilton 
school (District 12i had a per pupil cost 
of $34, as compared with ;1so for South 
Van Order school (District 19), which en-
rolled but 3 pupils. 
Table I gives the per pupil cost in 
various sized schools grouped according 
to the number of pupils enrolled . It is 
or interest to note that 80 students re-
ceived education in the 4 largest schools 
at a total instructional cost only twice 
as great as the outlay for 10 students in 
the 3 smallest schools • 
(17) 
It becomes evident in the lit.ht of 
the figures presented that the operation 
of schools for 10 or fewer pupils is ex-
cessively expensive on a cost per pupil 
basis. 
.j 
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• 
(21) 
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23 
• (20~~ 
@ Legend: Aciosed School ~ figure - 1940 Enrollment 
Lower figure - Cost Per Pupil 
Source: Records of Hyde County Super-
intendent of Schools. 
Table I. Instructional Cost Per Pupil for Operating Schools 
of Various Sizes in Hyde County, 1939-1940*. 
Size of School Number of Number of Average Cost ( ) Total Cost 
_1n __ n_wn __ be _____ r___ ot--..llipu~p=il ... s..., ____ Sc __h __ o~o .. l __ s _ _,;Pu;;..;;;;.ii;p=il;..;:;.s _________ _ .F.ei:._ E\u>il _. _ 
Total 33 367 $19,828 .00 $ 54.03 
5 and under 3 10 1,575.00 157. 50 
6 - 10 13 109 7,398 .00 67 .87 
11 - 15 13 168 7,705 .00 45 .86 
16 and over 4 80 3,150.00 39 .JS , 
==============~--==~-:":"--==:==-:-:-".':.==::=====::"."!.::=-:-=-=== -
* Based on teachers ' salaries only-textbooks and sup~lies are not included . 
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. Figure 5. Instructional Cost Per Pupil in Two H7de County Districts 
before and after the Closing of One School in Each . 
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That it is possible to effect s~vinps by closing u sQhool when the onroll-
ment reaches too lo~ a figure is graphically shoffll in the figure ~bove . 
In Banner District there were three schools in operntion during the 1931-
32 school term , with a co~bined enrollment of 32 . Ono of the schools was closed 
tho following yeo.r , end all the pupils , then numbering 27, enrolled in the t\,o 
remaining schools . The instructional cost dropped from ~;1920 to C882 (s. lower 
salary scale w~s apparently a contributing factor) . The per pupil cost in 1932-
33 uas i32 .60, as compared rd th $60. 00 in 1931-32. 
Two schools were opernting in F.d.en District in 1933-34 . The following 
year, after the closing of one of the schools , the instructional cost per pupil 
dropped froM $38.10 to ~19 .05 . The tote.l savings amounted to ~00. This rep-
resents, cs in the first illustration, only the difference in the amounts paid 
out in teachers' salaries , end does not take into eccount the decreased mainten-
ance costs resulting from the fact that one less school wo.s operated iu each 
district . 
Generally speaking , it seems advisnble to close a school when the enroll,,.' 
ment drops to five or fewer pupils . 
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Figure 6. Areas from which High Schools Enrolled Hyde County 
Tuition Pupils , 1939-40 School Term • 
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Figure 6 gives us a picture of where 
farm children in Hyde County attend high 
, school . Highmore has the only independent 
high school in the County*, and the area 
from which it draws its 80 tuition pupils 
coincides roughly with the County boundar-
ies . Only 5 children attend high schools 
outside the County, with Gettysburg receiv-
ing 2 of there , Harrold 2, and Ree Heights 
1 . All of the school districts except 
three send one or more high school students 
to independent districts , paying tuition 
• charges as provided by a legislative act 
~
.. or 1921 • 
ee Heights 
(2) This suggests a possible ultimate solu-• 
. '
• 
•• tion to the problem of declining elementary 
____ _._ ______ enrollments . When the decline within a dis-bighl 
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• 
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• 
trict proceeds to the point where per pupil 
cost becomes prohibitive (this point has 
apparently been reached in two or three 
Hyde County districts) the district may 
close its school (or schools) and-send its 
remaining pupils to town schools or to the 
nearest rural school in a neighboring dis-
•• trict . Such a plan would probably result 
in considerable savings to the school dis~ 
tricts, even with the added transportatiQn 
and tuition costs • 
For the present, however, most of the 
school districts in Hyde County have pupils 
enough to justify at least one school . In 
such cases it would seem advisable to close 
only those schools in which enrollments fall 
below a specified minimum . The remaining 
pupils could then be sent to centralized 
schools within the district, with the board 
paying transportation costs as provided by 
law . 
Source . Adapted from records of High * There is an Indian parochial high 
School Superintendent . school at Stephan, but it lists no tuition 
students among the 57 students enrolled 
during the 1940-41 tenn. 
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Figure 7 . Federal , State and County Highway System in Hyde County, 1940. 
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Source: Official map of the State 
Highway Commission, 1940. 
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As indicated in Figure 7, good 
roads are found in almost every town-
ship of Hyde county. In spite of the 
fact tbat towns in this pe.rt of the 
state arc relatively few and scattered , 
improved transportation facilities have 
made trade centers in and adjacent to 
H:,de county readily available to farm-
ers of the county wherever they might 
live . This factor is important in that 
many functions which were formerly per-
formed by open country institutions 
have been transferred to the villages . 
The farmer now goes to the village cen-
ter to buy groceries , clothing and 
other necessities; to sell his produce ; 
to attend church; and to participate in 
social and recreational activities . We 
have also seen that the farmer sends 
his sons and daughters to the village 
high school . 
Does it not seem conceivable that 
if elementary enrollments continue to 
decline children from rural districts 
may be sent to the· village schools for 
instruction? This is a possible ulti-
mate solution to the problem of declin-
ing enrollments , although the relatively 
great distances may limit its application 
to the Hyde county picture . 
.•• * •• *. * ~ * * * * • * * .. * • * * * * * *· * * * • * * * * * • * •• * * * * 
• * 
• Buggeatione for Solving the Elementary t: 
* · Scpool Problem * 
• * 
* As an iDlllediate, but temporary measure, one of these two alternative, * 
* might be tried. * 
• * 
• 
* 
* 
• 
• 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
• 
* 
* 
1. The present r·u1·al school district can be- kept intact, 
but the school itself can be closed when the enrol-
lment dropa below five pupils •. Childrep who live 
withi.n the diettict could then be sent as tuition 
· pupils to the nearest · rural school that will agree to 
take them, the diatri·ct paying the transportati~n 
when the dietanco is greater than four miloe. 
a. llhere the district involved lies close to an· indepeJUl~ 
ent district it may be more eatistactory to send 
children aa tuition pupils to that school, paying trans•. 
portation·aa provided by law. 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* *; 
* 
* 
* 
• If the present trend ~f rapidly declining enrollments continues it may * 
* be in the interest of both economy and efficiency to reorganize the * 
* county's entire· rural school system. Several alternatives are available . * 
* for permanent reorgani1atio~. · * 
• * 
* 
* 
* 
• 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
•• 
* 
* 
• 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
• 
* 
• 
* 
* 
1. Farm children can be transported to independent dist-
_ricts as tuition students, the same as is now done with 
high school tuition students. This plan would undoubted• 
ly be much leas expel'l8ive than maintaining a large number 
of small achoola. It would .have the further aqvant age . of 
giving £arm children more ·educational opportunities thnn 
is possible in a one-room country school ot £our or five 
pupils. This plan would result in seven .or eight central• . 
ized aohool systems, combining town and country on ~ 
natural commnnity basis. 
a. _Apother alternative would 'be to reorganise the' rural 
school eyatem on a coun:ty-wide district basis. Under 
this plan the county school· board would have authority 
to discontinue small ·schools and establish larger schools 
at strategic points. 
· 3. A third alternative would be £or several school districts 
to oonso1idate. If this is done, however, great care 
a)lould be taken to include a large enough area to insure . 
a sufficient number of students and to provide a large 
enough unit ot support. 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
• 
* 
• 
• 
* 
• 
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